Introducing Shakespeare

his majesty's servants playing usually at the Globe on the
Bankside.

The play was thus acted at the Court in the Christmas
holidays of 1606. The earliest date for its writing was
1603. Edgar, disguised as 'Poor Torn, the Bedlam beg-
gar/ mutters:

.  .   . five fiends have been in poor Tom at once; of lust,

as Obidicut, Hobbididance Prince of dumbness, Mahu of
stealing, Modo of murder, Flibbertigibbet of mopping and
mowing, who since possesses chambermaids and waiting

women.

These names Shakespeare took from a book called A
declaration of egregious popish impostures which was written
by the Rev. Samuel Harsnett, Chaplain to the Bishop of
London, and published early in 1603.

It is possible to get nearer. In the play Gloucester, who
was a believer in omens and portents, says to Edgar:

These late eclipses in the sun and moon portend no good
to us: though the wisdom of Nature can reason it thus, and

O                                                                                                  '

thus, yet Nature finds itself scourg'd by the sequent effects.
Love cools, friendship falls off, brothers divide. In cities,
mutinies; in countries, discord; in palaces, treason; and
the bond crack'd, Jtwixt son and father. This villain of mine
comes under the prediction; there's son against father; the
King falls from bias of Nature, there's father against child.
We have seen the best of our time. Machinations, hollow-
ness, treachery, and all ruinous disorders follow us dis-
quietly to our graves.

A little later Edmund cynically echoes him to Edgar: